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At the beginning ofeach semester when I go over my 

class lists, it never ceases to amaze me how many 
surnames are ofGennan heritage. The explanation for 
this and how Wisconsin came by its large Gennan 
population can be found in Richard H. Zeitlin's revised 
and expanded edition of Germans in Wisconsin. In his 
opening statement, Zeitlin claimed that Gennany made 
the greatest contributions to the peopling of the United 
States. When Wisconsinites were asked what ethnic 
group they belonged to, over half the population of 
Wisconsin associated with Gennan heritage. Being 
"German" meant any person who either spoke one of 
many dialects of Gennan or were from places in 
Europe that spoke Gennan including Switzerland, the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, or any state that eventually 
unified under Otto van Bismarck into prescnt-day 
Germany. The groups also included Jews, Poles, and 
Alsa tians who spoke Gennan. 

Zeitlin discussed the three major periods of 
German immigration and identified the areas in 
Gennany that characterized the three separate periods. 
The Gennan migration coincided with Wisconsin 
opening its land to the new immigrants as they arrived 
in America. Zeitlin gave credit to both the Lutheran 
and Catholic Church, letters back home and active 
recruitment of Germans by the State of Wisconsin to 
help convince immigrants of Gennan heritage to settle 
in the "most German State in the Union." 

Zeitlin discussed the social institutions that held 
the German community together. These included the 
church, singing societies, sports clubs, thinking 
societies, and political parties. These institutions 
helped maintain German culture until the two world 
wars in the first half of the twentieth century erased 
much of the German imprint on the state. Now it is 
again all right to be of German ancesh-y and to study 
the German language and culture . Wisconsinites of 
German heritage and others again participate in 
Germanfest in Milwaukee and Oktoberfest in La Crosse 
and have Sister-Cities in Gennany. In his discussion of 
German settlement in Wisconsin, Zeitlin explained the 

Gennan contribution to the Wisconsin regiments during 
the Civil War. Zeitlin is presently director of the 
Wisconsin Veterans Museum in Madison. 

Interesting was the section of the Gennan imprint 
on the Wisconsin landscape. Several towns bare 
Gennan names including New Berlin, Hanover, 
Hamburg, and Wuertsburg to name a few. One can 
find evidence of Gennan names on township roads in 
heavily settled German areas. Ubiquitous to these areas 
are the Gennan gothic and baroque parish churches 
which served as the center of Gennan life in the urban 
and rural communities. So strong was the influence of 
the church that seldom did Gennan Lutherans 
intermarry with German Catholics and vice versa. It 
has been only in the latter part of the twentieth centu.ry 
that this practice is breaking down. 

Part of the enjoyment of the book was Zeitlin's 
choice of including excerpts of the journal of"the Long 
Journey to the Diederichs Family." The reader can get 
a feel and understanding of the long and arduous trek 
to Wisconsin and the tribulations of settling in the new 
land by the immigrants whether it be in a town or on a 
farm. The joumaI served as a summary of the German 
experience. Several photographs were selected to 
show a cross-section of Gennan life in Wisconsin. 
Scenes were chosen to show Gennans at work and play 
both in urban and rural settings. A photo of the 
stereotypical German Beergarten was included. 

There were only a few weaknesses in the book. A 
major weakness was the author's bias toward the 
Gennans who settled on the eastern side of Wisconsin. 
Granted, the' majority of Germans did choose 
Milwaukee and out lying environs; however, many 
Gennans settled in Central Wisconsin, Northern 
Wisconsin, and Western Wisconsin. La Crosse, 
Wisconsin was mentioned once (page 25) as an 
inclusion in a list of towns where Gennans settled. A 
second weakness was the organization of the book. On 
occasion, the author seemed to sh'ay from subject to 
subject within a particular heading. A third weakness 
was the poor map used to show Gennan settlement in 
Wisconsin. Perhaps in a future revision, Zeitlin could 
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reprint the classic G.W. Hill map entitled The People oj 
Wisconsin According to Ethnic Stocks, J940 showing 
etlmic settlement patterns in Wisconsin. Copies can be 
found in the Department of Rural Sociology at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. Finally, a misin
terpretation of the photo on the back cover appears in 
the caption which states that the farnler is "making 
hay". Actually he is "pitching bundles" during thrash
ing as one can see a shock of oats in the background of 
the photo. 

Perhaps in the next edition, Zeitlin should include 
the "new wave" of German immigration·to Wisconsin, 
the rise of Amish settlement in Central and Westem 
Wisconsin centered on Cashton. This community was 
first settled in the early 1970' s has shown tremendous 
growth. Touring the area gives a Wisconsinite of 

German heritage a first-hand look at what it was like to 
work a farm in the 1800's before electricity. A dialect 
of German is still spoken among the Amish who 
originally immigrated from Switzerland. 

Zeitlin's academic background (Ph.D. in history 
from UW-Madison) and his work at Old World 
Wisconsin enabled him to give an enlightening insight 
into the when, where, and why of Germans in 
Wisconsin. It is a short read, only seventy-two pages, 
and is written in a light easy-to-understand lay 
person's language. It is a small investment in time and 
money to gain a basic understanding ofhow Wisconsin 
came by its large German heritage. Next time I take 
roll, I will know why half my class have GenTIan 
sumames. 
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